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On June 30, the US Congress approved US$1.3 billion in aid for Colombia. Ostensibly earmarked
for stopping the flow of illegal drugs from Colombia to the US, the aid will likely be used in the
Colombian government's longstanding battle with insurgents. Criticism of the aid focuses on its
heavy military component, lax human rights provisions, and questionable methods for eradicating
drug crops.
"This critical assistance will help the government of Colombia respond to the drug emergency and
support its democratic institutions," said Barry McCaffrey, director of the White House office on
drug control policy. "It's good news," said Colombia's Defense Minister Luis Fernando Ramirez.
"They realize...that the US must link itself directly to the fight against drug trafficking, as we expect
the rest of the international community will do."

Provisions emphasize military solutions
Two special army battalions will be trained by Green Berets and other US Special Forces with aid
funds. One 950- member anti-narcotics battalion has already been trained and is expected to begin
operations soon. In reconciling the House and Senate versions of the bill, negotiators agreed to
buy helicopters from both Fort Worth- based Bell Helicopter Textron Inc. and Sikorsky Aircraft in
Connecticut.
The deal calls for 42 refurbished Huey IIs, made by Bell, and 18 Black Hawks from Sikorsky. They
are to be used by Colombian troops to secure coca- and poppy-growing areas and allow low-flying
planes to fumigate the crops. "With the three battalions, the army will be able to secure the area
where the fumigations will occur," Ramirez said.
But concern is growing about US strategy in Colombia. A recent New York Times editorial described
the US-aid plan as "neither a realistic strategy to fight illegal drugs nor an effective approach to
establish peace and stability."
Robert White, former US ambassador to El Salvador, made a similar assessment. "Neither the
president nor the secretary of state has given the American people any coherent explanation of what
is at stake in Colombia," wrote White in The Washington Post. "It is hard to avoid the conclusion
that this is a counterinsurgency strategy packaged as a counternarcotics program."

Opposition questions human rights provisions
The aid package is a major policy shift that commits greater resources to the military, despite their
abysmal human rights record. It calls for greater use of the Colombian armed forces in "source
interdiction" and reduces the role of the police, who previously received nearly all counternarcotics
assistance.
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The administration will closely monitor for human rights violations, said Assistant Secretary of State
Peter Romero. "If they don't pass muster, they will not get US assistance."
Congress increased the amount of money President Bill Clinton had requested for human rights
and justice programs, but conditioned release of the aid on certification that the military and police
forces were not involved in human rights violations. However, a last-minute clause added to the bill
says Washington can suspend the certification requirement for reasons of US national interest.
Jose Miguel Vivanco of the US-based Human Rights Watch/Americas said in that case the program
would be reduced to a purely military effort, wiping out any reference to human rights and allowing
an unrestricted flow of military aid to Colombia, despite the clear evidence of ties between the
Colombian military and paramilitary groups.

Aerial spraying gets more money
Opponents also question the acceleration of aerial spraying. Even as Congress approved the
package, estimates from Colombia's Direccion Nacional de Estupefacientes showed that last year
illegal coca and poppy fields increased by 33% despite eradication efforts. Spraying also damages
Colombia's diverse and fragile ecosystem. "That's the ecological crime of the narcos," said national
police spokesperson Carlos Perdomo on a helicopter flight with reporters, pointing to deforested
hills and valleys scarred by clear-cutting.
But critics say the ecological crime is only aggravated by fumigation. Coca- and opium-growers
rarely quit after their crops are destroyed. They either cut more trees and plant in a new spot, or
they wait a year and reseed the same plot. Since the mid-1990s, coca growers have pushed deeper
into the Amazon Basin to evade the crop-dusters, and every new hectare planted requires that three
be cleared.
"We've noted about a 40% to 50% replanting rate" of opium-poppy fields, says Col. Edgar Orlando
Barrero, the police eradication-program director. And eradication has become increasingly
militarized, with crop-dusting planes hit by gunfire 35 times last year alone. "I don't think we will
ever solve this problem without an end to the armed conflict," says Klaus Nyholm, director for
Colombia of the UN Drug Control Program.

Colombia may use fungus in drug war
Besides spraying, news reports indicate the Colombian government may allow the experimental use
of a fungus, fusarium oxysporum, to control coca. Under prodding from Washington, a UN agency
has offered to test the laboratory- grown fungus in Colombia. The proposal set off an international
tempest.
Opponents say the fungus could be toxic to campesinos and wreak havoc on biodiversity. Advocates
say it could be a "silver bullet" to kill coca plants and leave other plants unaffected. "Our experts
tell us it is worth trying," said Klaus Nyholm, director of the UN Drug Control Program's office
in Colombia and Ecuador. Some US scientists say they do not know whether the fungus would
safely kill the nearly 120,000 ha of coca in Colombia without affecting other flora, or even human
life. "The tests show so far that it is a reasonably good control agent. But I wouldn't extrapolate
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from that that it will work in Colombia," said Eric Rosenquist, a national program leader at the US
Department of Agriculture's Research Service in Beltsville, Maryland. "The ecology is different.
There are competing organisms."
Critics say the US is trying to make the plan appear multilateral by paying for the UN testing,
and they believe Washington will make Colombian cooperation a condition for release of the aid
package. Some US Republicans told Colombian officials that they supported the aid bill with the
expectation that Colombia would agree to the fungus testing. The Colombian officials said that the
testing was being pushed by McCaffrey and the US Southern Command. But not everyone in the US
government supports the plan. "I don't support using a product on a bunch of Colombian peasants
that you wouldn't use against a bunch of rednecks growing marijuana in Kentucky," said one US
intelligence official. "And there is definitely less than unanimous support for this in Colombia."
While aides to Pastrana have expressed interest to the UN agency in the fungus test, Environment
Minister Juan Mayr said he is adamantly opposed. "I told them, 'Gentlemen, your project is
not welcome,'" Mayr said. Colombian Sen. Rafael Orduz objects to clauses in the UN proposal
that make Colombia solely liable should any problems arise during testing, while it forgoes any
intellectual right to the results. "I'm no terrible nationalist, but this strikes me as out of balance,"
said Orduz. Fighting drugs or fighting guerrillas?
US and Colombian officials have insisted that the aid will be closely monitored to ensure it is not
used to escalate the long-running war against guerrillas. But Colombian Gen. Mario Montoya told
journalists that distinguishing between counternarcotics and counterinsurgency operations could
lead to a US foreign-policy nightmare. "The FARC, with all its guns and all its evil, is involved in the
drug trade," he said. "If the guerrillas are involved in drug trafficking, as we know they are, we're
going to attack them."
Montoya said the FARC would "try to defend its business interests by any means possible," and he
could foresee combat situations in which US-trained battalions would be waging war on guerrillas
as well as drugs. With the rhetoric of the US and the Colombian military blending the drug war and
the guerrilla war, the aid increases the risk that the US will be drawn into the political conflict.
Washington has said it will not send ground troops, but after investing massive sums of money, it
would be hard pressed to cut off support. "It's not to suggest that the US will eventually be involved
in a dramatic troop commitment in Colombia, but rather a military quagmire that results from
a misreading of the situation on the ground and a misleading of the American public about the
operation," said Winifred Tate of the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA).
In Colombia, rebels threatened to fight the US-backed offensive. FARC commander Ivan Rios
said his group would arm coca growers if needed to resist "US aggression." Rios said rebels may
also buy surface-to-air missiles to shoot down the US-supplied helicopters. [Sources: Associated
Press, 06/23/00; The Dallas Morning News, 06/29/00; Spanish news service EFE, 06/25/00, 07/01/00;
The Miami Herald, 06/22/00, 06/30/00, 07/01/00, 07/03/00; The New York Times, 06/25/00, 07/01/00,
07/02/00, 07/06/00; Reuters, 06/23/00, 07/05-07/00; Notimex, 06/29/00, 07/07/00; Inter Press Service,
07/07/00]
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